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-DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL {IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
Located on a generous lawn at 412 South Main Street, the. Joshua Wilton House is a
conspicuous landmark in the city of Harrisonburg., Erected by Joshua Wilton in 1890, the
house is a highly stylized and eclectic example of late 19th-century Victorian architecture.
Built of brick laid in stretcher bond, the two~and-one-hal f-story, central~plan house is
covered by a multi-gable roof and set on a low brick foundation.

The west (main) facade consists of the central block of the house and two projecting
gabled pavilions and a turret. The southwestern pavilion contains a four-window bay on the
first and second stories and a single Gothic window on the attic story. The bay windows
are ornamented with elaborate wooden trim and brackets, and a fancy bargeboard decorates the
eaves course of the gable roof, The central pavilion contains the main entrance to the
house, which consists of a leaded-glass, transom-light entry with complementing leaded-glass
sidelights and a paneled door. The entry is sheltered by a one-story, bracketed porch which
extends around the corner, The second and thixd stories of the pavilion contain pointed-

of the gable roof. BAdjacent to the center pavilion is a single bay of two stories.
Fenestration consists of 1/1 hung-~sash windows which are cowvered by hood molds. The north-
west corner of the facade contains a three-story octagonal turret covered by a pointed roof.
The original imbricated slate-shingle roof covers the structure.

The north elevation shares the turret and contains a projecting two-and-one-half-story
gabled pavilion. The two-bay pavilion contains 1/1 hung-sash windows crowned by hood molds.
A bargeboard is found along the eaves course of the gable roof. A single bay of two stories
is positioned between the pavilion and the turret. Fenestration duplicates that found on
the west elevation.

The south elevation consists of a projecting gabled pavilion similar in execution and
fenestration to that found on the north elevation. The east (rear) elevation is dominated by
a centrally positioned two-and-one-half-story projecting gabled pavilion. The pavilion is
flanked by a wood-frame enclosed porch to the southeast and an open wood-frame porch t? the
northeast. A bargeboard is found along the eaves course of the gable roof. Fenestration
consists of 1/1 hung-sash windows framed by simply executed architrave trim.

The interior of the Wilton House reflects the eclecticism of its exterior. A sense of
the period's fondness for ornamentation and display is evident in the treatment of the hall
and parlors. Dominating the hall is a curved open-well stair, which consists of paneled
spandrels, stylized brackets, finely turned balusters, and a turned and ornamented newel p?st.
A much less decorative stair leads to the attic. The hall entry to the two front parlors is
provided by a pair of distyle-in-antis Ionic column openings that feature paireg console§ on
the top of the capitals. The entrance to the northwest parlor has been encased in a m?ltlf
paned glass doorway which was added at a later date. Each of the front parlors conta%ns its
original mantel and overmantel. The mantel in the northwest parlor is composed of palnFed
slate, imitating marble, with a delicate Eastlake-style wooden overmantel. The mantel in
the southwest parlor is of wood and features exquisitely detailed carving. Both mantels re-
tain their original highly ornamental grates. The second-floor mantels are less elaborate

than those on the first.

2 small outbuilding contemporary with -the main house survives in the rear.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Joshua Wilton House, conspicuously located on Harrisonburg's South Main Street,
ranks among the Valley's more notable examples of Victorian domestic architecture. During
the late 19th century, small-town businessmen and civic leaders throughout the country had
a practice of erecting proud, self-assertive, and often extravagantly decorated residences
in prominent locations along the town's principal streets. Such dwellings: served nat only
to express the tastes of their occupants but their wealth and position in the commmity.
Unfortunately, because of the cost of maintenance and often the high value of the real estate
they occupy, such houses have become vulnerable to demolition, and many have disappeared in
recent years. The Wilson House, completed in 1890, is a reminder of how leading citizens'
very proper homes lent prestige to their owners while giving embellishment to the town..

Joshua Wilson, the builder of the house, came to Harrisonburg from Canada in 1865, and
with one P. Bradley he established a foundry. In 1868 Wilton opened a hardware store and
permanently settled in his newly adopted city. According to the cbituary published by the
Harrisonburg Daily News Record on November 19, 1928, Wilton was "one of the factors in the
upbuilding of this community since the Civil War." He was extremely active in community
affairs, serving as a president of the First National Bank, as a member of the building
committee and Board of Trustees of the hospital, and as a member of the Harrisonburg City
Council. The Wilton House reflects its builder's prosperity and legendary attention to
detail. It also stands as a testimony to his concern for the most fashionable architecture
of the period, being a fine example of late 19th-century taste and building practice.

In his Architecture of Country Houses of 1850, the popular architectural writer A. J.
Downing stressed that a house should express the personality of the owner and not the
architect: "It is not always that a proprietor can design his own house, or even that his
architect knows him so completely as to make his work express the individual truly. Hence,
we seldom see entirely satisfactory architecture, where a beautiful home reflects a fine
character ", (pp. 25-26), Architectural pattern books of Downing's era dealt mainly with
style and theory. By the 1870s and through the 1890s, the situation changed in the direction
Downing had indicated, giving consideration to the taste and fashions of the client. While
pattern books were still the main source of inspiration, these began to focus more on build~-
ing detail rather than on architectural theory and style.

Cummings and Miller, in their introduction to Designs for Street Fronts, Suburban Houses
and Cottages of 1868, reflect the changing mode in building practice: -

This work differs in its design from any, heretofore issued; it contains
designs for all the various features which enter into the composition of
buildings both for the city and for the country...this work treats of none
of the orders or styles of architecture...no plans are given in this work,
for the reason, that the wants of persons in regard to the arrangement of
their buildings are as different as their characters...

{See Continuation Sheet #1)
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7. DESCRIPTICN

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION:

The Wilton House lot on South Main Street is the same lot acquired by Joshua
Wilton in 1887. The nominated acreage reflects the size of a residential house lot at the

time the house was built in 1890.

8. SIGNIFICANCE

The Wilton House is the product of this method of building. Thus, the house's
~ ecleticism may be understood as a statement of Wilton's taste and preferences and not
of a single architectural design. It is not surprising that certain details, such as
window heads, bargeboards, and brackets may be found in a number of pattern books of the
period. The interior plan and detail of the house were undoubtedly Wilton's preference.

The house passed out of the Wilson family in 1937, when it became the property
of 0. D. Shank. Most recently used as the Tau Kappa Epsilon fraternity house of James
Madison University, the residence has been purchased by the Macher famlly, who hope to
restore the structure.
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